Abstract: the article reviews ways that commissioning editors in academic book publishing can better understand the end users of their products. It discusses issues in resourcing market research in publishing companies, before going on to look at some of the existing internal and external sources that commissioning editors can draw on. It then considers both qualitative and quantitative ways of testing and developing a commissioning editor's understanding of end users. The article concludes with a case study illustrating how one publisher used research on end users to improve its products and be more successful in the market.
Introduction
This article builds on a previous article by the author on changes in the role of the commissioning editor in academic book publishing. 1 In that article I argued that commissioning editors would need to undertake more dedicated research on the needs of the end users of their products if they were to compete effectively. Understanding and communicating with end users of a product about their needs is fundamental in any business, including publishing. As I argued earlier, in a rapidly changing and more competitive environment, such knowledge will become more important as a source of competitive advantage.
I have made a distinction here between 'end users' and 'customers'. Publishing has a complex range of customers for its products, including wholesalers, retailers and librarians who purchase but do not use the products they buy. Whilst it is important for publishers to understand the requirements of intermediaries such as librarians, who may exercise considerable buying power and discretion in making purchasing decisions, it is still critical that publishers understand those who actually use their products if these products are to be appropriately designed and priced to meet the needs of their target audience. I have used the term 'end user' (rather than 'reader') to highlight the importance of identifying the final consumers of publishers' products, many of whom may not deal directly with publishers even if they consume their products.
Rightly or wrongly, there is a perception that academic book publishers have traditionally been weak in how well they research end users of their products and that they could do more to understand their needs. 2, 3 Van Baren 4 has suggested two main reasons for this view:
• The perception that the publishing industry interacts mainly with customers who are intermediaries (e.g. librarians or distributors) rather than end users
• The perception that, although publishers are well acquainted with researchers as authors, they are less focussed on and well informed about their needs as consumers of content Some academic publishers have traditionally left authors to identify who they consider their target audience to be on the assumption they are part of the scholarly community for whom they are writing. In some cases there is no significant intervention from publishers to verify who end users of their books are, their specific needs and how this market knowledge might be used to shape content to meet those needs more effectively. Intervention has been restricted to asking peer reviewers to comment on the author's assessment of market potential in addition to commenting on the technical quality of a proposal.
However, as a number of studies have indicated, the needs of authors and readers do not always match. 5, 6 Most publications are written by a relatively small group of authors who may not always reflect the broader needs and concerns of the wider community of readers. 7 Scholars face particular pressures as authors. Establishing a reputation as a researcher can mean having to specialize in ever narrower fields as subjects become more complex and competition between individual researchers increases. The structures for research funding and career progression force many scholars to focus on specific types of output (e.g. publication of highly-cited articles in prestigious journals) and on achieving a certain volume of this output to meet research assessment criteria. These pressures have also led to broader concerns about impact on the quality of this kind of output. 8 As is discussed later in this article, the result can be an overload of highly specialized studies that are difficult for scholars to digest and which may even make it more difficult to find and use information effectively. It can also mean a potential shortage of other types of information scholars may value as readers (e.g. broader, more introductory material) if these other types of output are not sufficiently valued in supporting career progression or allocation of research funding.
If the needs of authors and the consumers of academic book content do not coincide, commissioning editors have a major role to play in understanding end user needs themselves and then actively shaping product in partnership with authors to ensure it meets those needs. This can result in a better designed product which will compete better with offerings from rival publishers. The case study at the end of this article provides an example of how one publisher used research on end users to add value to its products and be more successful in the market.
In reality, approaches to market research within academic publishing vary widely, and there are many examples of good customer research and a sophisticated understanding of end user needs. The recognition of the importance of such skills is reflected, for example, in recent definitions of role competencies in publishing such as the UK Book and Journal Publishing National Occupational Standards 27 core competencies for commissioning editors (available at: http://standards.creativeskillset.org/standards/publishing_journalism_and_advertising/book_and_j ournal_publishing) However, there is a recognition both that the quality of customer research does vary amongst publishers and of the challenges in carrying it out effectively even amongst those publishers that prioritise it. 9 Existing studies of the role of the commissioning editor cover ways of analysing customer needs relatively briefly within the overall context of business or marketing strategy. 10, 11 This suggests the value of reviewing in more detail the range of techniques commissioning editors can use to understand end users better. Whilst this article cannot claim to be comprehensive, it suggests a number of methods, their advantages and disadvantages, and provides a case study of the value of such research in practice. It is hoped it will stimulate further debate on this important topic.
Resourcing research on end users
Researching markets and customers in a publishing company is typically an overlapping responsibility between the sales, marketing and commissioning departments. This can result in its being neglected as the former focus on the tactical priorities of delivering budgeted sales or particular promotion campaigns whilst the latter concentrates on identifying, developing and contracting individual titles. If they believe it can deliver more successful products and competitive advantage for the business, senior management should regard researching the needs of end users as a priority. They should ensure that sufficient resource and time is devoted both to carrying out such research and that it is properly deployed to create better products more attuned to end user needs.
Key initial decisions include: how far to build up research skills within a company or use external expertise, and whether customer research should be the responsibility of a separate department or is best located in an existing department such as marketing. A valuable source for external expertise is the Market Research Society (the MRS), the world's leading association representing practitioners in market research (www.mrs.org.uk). The MRS site is also a helpful general resource on market research methodology, professional standards and training. Even if they do not have primary responsibility for carrying out research, commissioning editors should know enough about the techniques available for researching end user needs to contribute to planning as well as assess the results of research. There are a range of introductory reviews of basic market research methods they can use to build up their expertise over time in collaboration with colleagues in other departments such as marketing. 12, 13, 14 To start with, research on end users may well require dedicated time and resources (e.g. as part of an annual strategy review) to build up an initial picture. This picture can then be regularly validated and refined over time as part of the daily work of the commissioning, marketing and sales departments.
Locating information on end users: existing information within a company
Commissioning editors face a range of challenges in identifying end users of their content. If they are starting a new list, they need to build up a profile of the types and needs of their target users as part of their list strategy. If they are responsible for a more mature list with an existing customer base, they need to find out who those customers are. An obvious starting point is to consult colleagues in marketing and sales about the existing information they have on customers as well as an appropriate methodology and plan for any new research.
As has been noted, because the academic publishing supply chain is complex, finding out who the end users of published content actually are is not easy. In addition to talking to colleagues in sales and marketing about existing information on customers they have, a key step is to locate details about direct purchasers of titles e.g. individuals buying titles via a company's website. These customers can be categorized in various ways e.g. by background (e.g. academic or industrial) or by geographical region. However, it may well be the case that direct purchasers represent a relatively small proportion of overall sales and may therefore not be representative of end users as a whole. Any profile of direct customers should, as far as possible, be balanced with research on end users who buy via intermediaries. Wholesalers and retailers, for example, are often reluctant to reveal data about their customers, both on the grounds of data privacy and commercial sensitivity. However, some may be willing to provide some general information on which sectors their customers for a particular publisher's product come from. Librarians may be willing to share information on usage patterns for relevant titles amongst students and researchers at their institutions.
A potentially valuable source of information on customer preferences is sales data. A key issue is meaningful comparison between titles, particularly given the effect of different pricing on the sales of one title compared to another. Most titles are subject to some sort of internal financial appraisal which sets appropriate targets for units and revenue. Regular reviews of performance against target help to identify which titles are most successful in meeting the needs of their audience. Though it needs to be used with care, one option is to focus on unit sales of titles with a similar target audience over a specified period (e.g. the first 1-2 years of sale of a title) which makes it easier to compare performance of titles in particular price bands. Focusing on which particular titles have sold well or badly helps to identify those characteristics which best match end user needs.
It is clear that information from sources such as these is often incomplete and open to interpretation. An accurate picture usually depends on using a range of sources to build up an initial picture and then validating it through further research. The following sections look at other potential sources of information and then at ways of testing and refining the initial profile of end users that has been built up.
Locating information on end users: external sources
There are a range of existing external sources of information commissioning editors in academic publishing can use to get to know more about the target audience for their products. It is possible to build up a profile of these groups, for example, by looking at typical job specifications and career paths. Reading trade magazines or information services designed for professional groups can give valuable background on key issues and challenges within a sector and help to build up a profile. An important source of information are the professional bodies end users belong to. Professional bodies and societies exist to articulate the views, needs and concerns of their members. They help to build up a picture of what information and other needs end users may have.
For many commissioning editors in academic book publishing, a key market is the postgraduate research community. Where this is the case, editors can draw on a growing body of published research specifically on academic researcher behaviour and needs. These range from background studies of the scholarly 'ecosystem' within which researchers operate to more detailed studies of researcher behaviour and attitudes. [15] [16] [17] Major studies of researcher behaviour include those conducted by CIBER Research Limited, the Research Information Network (RIN) and the Publishing Research Consortium in collaboration with publishers such as Elsevier. [18] [19] [20] [21] [22] [23] The findings from these studies have recently been reviewed in van Baren. 4 These studies, for example, analyse typical research workflows. 24 They also explore the points at which researchers need information and the kind of information they need, as well as the challenges they face in obtaining it. A number of studies highlight, for example, increases in the number of available articles and in the number of such articles researchers feel required to read, the resulting amount of time researchers spend on gathering such information, shifts towards shorter reading of articles and the number of occasions this kind of information gathering fails to produce a useful outcome. [25] [26] [27] [28] [29] Understanding these workflows and the problems researchers face are critical to commissioning editors designing the right kind of content to address researchers' needs.
This research has been facilitated by internal research undertaken by the larger STM publishers as well as reports from consultancies which provide market intelligence for the publishing industry. In addition to supporting wider research in the publishing industry, larger companies such as Elsevier conduct customer research which is then made publically available, such as the Global Academic User Value Study of 10,000 instructors, students and researchers in universities in 2012. 30 Key results from Elsevier's research are summarized by Mabe and Mulligan. 31 These studies have the advantage of scale but are limited by their broad coverage across numerous disciplines and their focus on company-specific issues. An example of publications from consultancies is OutSell's 2014 report on information needs amongst engineering and science professionals. 32 The report shows what types of information scientists use most, how much time they spend locating information and the typical obstacles they face in trying to locate relevant information. It also assesses the criteria researchers use to assess the quality of information.
Understanding of researcher behaviour has also been accelerated in recent years by user-centred design (UCD) initiatives developed from the IT industry and used to develop more effective online platforms and services for publishers and other industries. 33 Research methods include direct observation, diary studies, interviews and surveys. 4 A particularly useful feature of UCD is the development of 'personas' i.e. profiles of typical types of user and their needs. Publishers have used this information primarily to build more effective digital platforms for content but it also provides useful background for commissioning editors in their developing content to go on those platforms.
The advantage of existing research is that it often based on well-funded, large-scale surveys which individual publishers would struggle to undertake themselves. Their main disadvantage is that the results are generic and may not reflect the particular target users of any one publisher. However, they do help to identify common issues (such as typical researcher workflows and concerns) for further investigation.
Developing knowledge about end users: qualitative and quantitative techniques
Whilst background information on customers, such as company customer and sales data, and external sources, are important in identifying who end users are and helping to build up a profile of different groups, they need to be tested by engaging more directly with end users. Part of any research process should include visiting end users specifically to investigate what they do, their information needs, and what a publishing company's products can do to better address the challenges they face. Whilst talking to customers at conferences is always useful, visiting them in their workplace is always preferable, whether it is the laboratory, the seminar room or the factory. Clearly visiting end users can only provide a snapshot specific to particular individuals which may not be representative of a wider group. Such visits are best done once commissioning editors have undertaken the relevant background work, e.g. in building up a profile of a particular role. This will allow them to ask the right questions, e.g. about possible pressure points in end users' daily work, understand their responses, and compare them to the profile they've built up. Such visits can help commissioning editors to develop a richer picture of end users and their information needs.
An emerging trend in engaging more directly with end users is the use of social media such as Twitter, Facebook, blogging networks, or professional networks such as LinkedIn, Academia.edu, ResearchGate or Mendeley. These have the potential for commissioning editors to tap into communities of researchers and interact with them in real time. 38 The use of social media for academic debate is still evolving and varies widely between academics and across subjects. Its informal nature means it may not always be representative of broader trends in particular subjects.
The constant updating required e.g. by media such as Twitter can also make it potentially timeconsuming to manage. However, it allows a directness and immediacy of contact with researchers that no other avenue can provide.
Qualitative information from talking directly to customers is best validated, wherever possible, by quantitative research. One source for the latter is the use of surveys of end user needs to identify general trends. This can be undertaken using online survey software such as that provided by Survey Monkey (www.SurveyMonkey.com). This allows publishers to design their own online questionnaires, analyse and present results easily. Such surveys can be used to investigate such issues as attitudes to price or subjects in which users are particularly interested. They have the benefit of allowing publishers to target their specific customer base and to identify broad trends based on a significant sample size. It is, however, important to be aware of potential sources of distortion in areas such as choice of question.
Another way of investigating the behaviour of researchers quantitatively as use of bibliometrics, the statistical analysis of publications such as journals and their use. The range of bibliometric tools is reviewed by Finch. 34 Bibliometrics makes it possible to track how often material on a particular topic is accessed and cited by readers, providing valuable information on the relative popularity of a subject for example. The three main citation indices which can be used to analyse patterns of research are: Web of Science (from Thomson Reuters), Scopus (from Elsevier) and Google Scholar. These are used to compare the popularity of different research topics using a number of metrics such as Field-Weighted Citation Impact (FWCI). The strengths and weaknesses of these databases are reviewed by Finch. It is important to be aware of the limitations as well as the strengths of bibliometric data, including the following:
• Since it relies primarily on measuring use of articles published in journals, bibliometric data primarily captures trends in postgraduate academic research. This means it may miss other key trends/research e.g. in industry or at in subjects at a more introductory level.
• Such data is only as good as the journal coverage in a particular subject which can vary significantly • It is retrospective, capturing usage and citation of published work. This means it may not identify emerging trends in which there may still be a low output of journal articles • A high FWCI, for example, does not automatically means a topic is important. Key word searches can produce high FWCIs e.g. because they are minor topics with a low output. A relatively modest increase may produce a high FWCI
The potential limitations of bibliometric data are discussed by Harzing and van der Waal, Simkin and Roychowdhury, Todd and Ladle.
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Case study: using customer questionnaires for competitive advantage
An example of the way commissioning editors can use research on end users to improve products is provided by Woodhead Publishing Limited which publishes titles for academics and industry professionals in such areas as food science. Woodhead has, in the past, used a range of questionnaires to understand end users:
• Questionnaires to customers of existing titles to help plan new editions
• Questionnaires for major one-off projects However, in addition to one-off questionnaires for specific projects, we developed more regular questionnaires to purchasers of titles in individual lists. An example is the series of questionnaires Woodhead used to find out more about readers of titles in its food science list. A series of these were sent in 2001, 2004, 2006, 2009 and 2012 , first to build up a picture of who our customers were and subsequently to validate that that picture remained accurate. Questionnaires started once we felt we had a sufficient number of customers address details (over 2000 to allow for response rates of 5-10%) and were discontinued in 2013 with the acquisition of the company by another publisher.
Initially, questionnaires were posted or e-mailed to respondents (2001 and 2004) but, from 2006 onwards, SurveyMonkey was used to create online questionnaires. Customers were sent an e-mail invitation with a link to take them to the questionnaire. After the initial invitation, a series of followup e-mails were sent to non-respondents with the aim of getting in the maximum number of responses over a two-month period, after which the questionnaire was closed and the results analysed. Different incentives to complete the questionnaire, including the offer of a free book, were used (please note the Marketing Research Society's guidelines on appropriate incentives).
To start with, questionnaires were sent to individual purchasers of Woodhead food science titles, excluding intermediaries such as booksellers. However, over time the company experienced a gradual decrease both in the actual number of direct orders received from individual purchasers and in the proportion of sales represented by direct orders. This was combined with fluctuations in response rates, resulting in declining overall numbers of responses. After the 2009 questionnaire, we concluded that the overall number of responses (at under 100) was becoming too low to provide reliable results and was potentially unrepresentative of our customers as a whole. In addition, we wanted to know more about potential purchasers and their views in deciding how we might attract them and grow our customer base.
We therefore changed the 2012 questionnaire in two ways:
• We expanded those invited to complete the questionnaire to include contributors of chapters to edited Woodhead food science books. Although this meant we were contacting authors rather than end users, we knew such authors were a mix of academic and industry experts with a comparable profile to what we knew about our customer base. We believed it was worth approaching them about their needs as potential end users of our products rather than just as authors
• We offered alternative routes through the questionnaire, depending on whether a respondent had previously purchased a Woodhead title or not. There were different questions for previous purchasers focusing on their buying experience, whereas nonpurchasers were asked more general questions about their buying patterns and behaviour
The main type of questions were multiple choice questions with a list of options to tick. This was for the following reasons:
• It would be quick and easy for respondents to work through In what ways did these questionnaires change our views of our customers? This is not the place to review all the results, some of which were commercially confidential. However, a few examples will demonstrate the value of this research in changing our understanding of our customers and improving our ability to meet their needs more effectively and consequently improve business performance.
A key finding was in customer's reasons for buying books. We started with no real evidence about the reasons customers bought our books. Our assumption was that their primary motivation was to access specific information they needed to solve particular problems in their research or work. We also assumed that they were only interested in the most up-to-date information in their subject. This suggested we should focus on smaller, targeted books on specific topics.
What we found was that most customers were driven by much more general concerns. They were motivated primarily by a desire to identify and keep up with wider, long term research trends in key subjects. Whether it was university academics deciding the next priority for research, or R&D managers in industry planning the next generation of products, many customers did not seem to have the time to keep up with the volume of research themselves and struggled to pick out what the key patterns and trends might be.
What they wanted were books which identified a key topic and its main themes, and then provided a series of broad-ranging review chapters to summarise the key research within each theme. The books primarily had a reference value, to be consulted by customers as needed to help identify new areas to investigate, put any research they came across in some sort of context or to help with a literature search if they were planning a new research project. If well structured, their value could last for a number of years. A surprising number (over a quarter) also said they wanted books that provided some sort of introduction to a subject, suggesting that it would be important to provide a summary of basic principles within each chapter.
This understanding had a significant impact in changing our commissioning approach towards much longer, often multi-contributor books focused on broad-ranging research themes. Subsequent customer questionnaires then tested whether customers were happy with the breadth and depth of coverage of our books and how well they compared with competing texts.
Another important early result of our customer research was in gaining an understanding of customers' attitudes to price and value. We started out with no clear framework on how to price Woodhead titles in food science. Authors or editors had widely different attitudes to pricing. We also found pricing was not consistent amongst other publishers. When we consulted them, the sales representatives and agencies we used to distribute titles tended to argue for lower prices but without any clear view on how far this might increase unit sales. Based on such limited information, we expected customers would have the following characteristics:
• There would be a broad spread of opinion about price
• The largest group of customers would probably favour mid-range pricing i.e. pricing comparable to a rough average price for similar titles from existing competitors.
• There would be a degree of elasticity in demand, with more customers prepared to buy books if prices were lower
In contrast, we found our customers fell mainly into two distinct groups:
• A large group of occasional book purchasers who expected prices to be low (below midrange prices) but rarely bought the kind of professional-level books we published, whatever the price might be, since the need did not arise
• A smaller group of regular purchasers of book and other types of information (buying 2-5 books on average/year) who were prepared to pay a premium for the right kind of information, bought our books on a regular basis and felt, in many cases, our books were underpriced for the value they provided
Based on this evidence, as a small publisher, we decided to focus on selling to this second group as being the easiest to target with our limited marketing resources and with a higher likelihood of a return for our marketing given their repeat purchase behaviour. Where we felt the quality of our titles merited it, we increased our prices well above the average of competitor titles but found, if the titles were well designed, that we did not lose unit sales. This redesign and re-pricing of our products approach led to a significant increase in list sales growth and market share as well as consistently high levels of customer satisfaction.
Conclusion
It is essential for commissioning editors to ask themselves: how well do I really know the end users of the products I commission? Do I know who they are? Do I know their workflows, what kind of information they need, how it is used and the challenges they face in using it effectively to deliver successful outcomes in their work? What do they think of the products we sell to them? The answers to these questions can then be used to design better products to meet their needs. What knowledge commissioning editors have about end users must be based on good evidence and tested to ensure it is robust and well-founded.
This article has suggested a range of ways of ways commissioning editors can get to know more about end users, from external sources such as existing research on particular groups to internal information such as the customer and sales data a company has, customer questionnaires, visits, the use of bibliometrics etc. As has been noted, it is important to be aware that no one source of information is perfect. However, a picture can be built up from a range of sources which can be continually validated and developed over time, not least by testing (e.g. through feedback) how well in practice each new product meets user needs. Research into end user needs is a professional discipline in its own right and this article can only claim to scratch the surface. However, it is hoped that it will stimulate further debate in this important topic. A focus on meeting end user needs more effectively is both a key ingredient in competitive advantage and, based on the author's personal experience, a key source of job satisfaction in the role of commissioning editor.
